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Traditional 

Assessment ✓ ✓ ✓
Alternative 

Assessment ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

C O M M O N  C O R E  S T A N D A R D S

Note: For your reference, the list of California Common Core State Standards abbreviations is on the following page.

5.8.4.—Nature and Newcomers
Students identify historic wagon trails, analyze physical features of the United States, and make 
comparisons to modern day roads. Students then use excerpts adapted from primary resources to 
examine how natural systems affected settlers’ journeys. They also consider effects of extreme weather, 
and simulate the decision-making process faced by settlers when choosing which trail to follow. Students 
use excerpts from settler’s diaries to learn how a successful overland journey depended on settler’s 
knowledge of the prairies’ life cycles and season patterns. They then create guidebooks based on what 
they learned in the lessons. They end the unit by imagining themselves as settlers, and write letters to 
relatives, describing life in California. 

California Education and the Environment Initiative

5

Nature and Newcomers

History-Social 
Science Standard 

5.8.4.

California Education and the Environment Initiative
Teacher’s Edition

California Education and the Environment Initiative
Increasing Environmental Literacy for K–12 Students…  
Because the Future is in Their Hands

TEACH COMMON CORE STANDARDS 
WITH THE EEI CURRICULUM
Created with your needs in mind, this document shows the correlation between the EEI Curriculum and the California Common Core State Standards.  
By teaching the EEI unit lessons in your classroom, you will be simultaneously addressing the Common Core standards depicted in this guide.
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Using the EEI-Common Core Correlation Matrix

The matrix on the front page identifies a number of Common Core standards that are supported by this EEI unit. However, the 
check marks in the matrix do not necessarily signify that the Common Core standards checked will be taught to mastery by using 
this EEI unit alone. Teachers are encouraged to select which Common Core standards they wish to emphasize, rather than teaching 
to every indicated standard. By spending more time on selected standards, students will move toward greater Common Core 
proficiency in comprehension, critical thinking and making reasoned arguments from evidence. Teaching this EEI unit will provide 
opportunities for teachers to implement the shift in instructional practice necessary for full Common Core implementation.

California Common Core State Standards Abbreviations

■  ■ CCCSS: California Common Core State Standards

■  ■ L: Language Standards

■  ■ RI: Reading Standards for Informational Text

■  ■ SL: Speaking and Listening Standards

■  ■ W: Writing Standards

Note: Since each Common Core standard includes a breadth of skills, in this correlation, the portion of the standard description that 
is featured in the Common Core Standards and Applications is cited, using “…” to indicate omitted phrases. For a list of the complete 
standard descriptions, please see the Common Core Reference Pages located on pages 21–22 of this document.

A Note about Common Core Speaking and Listening Standards

Many of the EEI units provide various learning structures, materials, and groupings that lead toward students working in pairs or 
small groups to discuss concepts and ideas. This supports the skill in Speaking and Listening Standard 1 “Participate effectively in a 
range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, groups…) with diverse partners.” With prior instruction in collaborative discussion 
techniques, students can be placed in pairs or small groups to discuss the lesson topics. To aid in teacher planning, the lessons are 
listed below along with their learning structures for whole class, pairs/partners, and/or small groups:

■  ■ Lesson 1: Whole class

■  ■ Lesson 2: Whole class, groups of 3

■  ■ Lesson 3: Whole class

■  ■ Lesson 4: Whole class

■  ■ Lesson 5: Whole class, groups of 3

■  ■ Lesson 6: Whole class, pairs

National Geographic Resources

■  ■ Human Geography wall map (Lesson 1)
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Unit Assessment Options

Assessments Common Core Standards and Applications

Traditional Assessment

Students use words from a word bank to fill in blanks in 
sentences. Then they answer multiple-choice questions and 
answer four short-answer questions.

L.5.6: Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate…domain-
specific words and phrases…

RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases…

W.5.2b: Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete 
details,…or other information and examples…

Alternative Assessment

Students assume the identity of an overland-trail traveler and 
complete a diary of their own travels. They are given scenarios 
and are asked to respond by composing a diary entry that 
reflects the scenario.

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print…sources…

W.5.2b: Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete 
details,…or other information and examples…

W.5.8: Recall relevant information…; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes…

W.5.9: Draw evidence from…informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research.

W.5.10: Write routinely over…shorter time frames (a single 
sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, 
purposes, and audiences.
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Lesson 1: “Ho! For California!”—From Wagon Trails to Highways

Students read California Connections: A Route 66 Road Trip as an introduction to 
historic wagon trails. They identify trails on a map, analyze physical features of the 
United States, and compare elements of a modern road trip with travel on the trails.

Nature and Newcomers
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Lesson 1 

Lesson 1

“Ho! For California!”—From 
Wagon Trails to Highways
California Connections: A Route 66 Road Trip introduces students to historic Highway 

66, which generally follows the Santa Fe and Old Spanish trails. Students learn the 
importance of transportation systems in the historic development of the United States and the 
state of California. On maps, they trace overland trails and rivers to discover how transportation 
systems aligned with features on the land.

Through class discussion, they 
learn that access to resources, such 
as food and water, was important 
in the placement of both trails and 
roads. Students consider the experi-
ences of settlers traveling on the 
trails and some of the reasons they 

may have moved west. Using the 
reading from the lesson, students 
complete an activity that requires 
them to identify similarities and 
differences between the historic 
wagon train experience and the 
more modern road trip. 

Background
From traders and tourists to 

military personnel and eventually 
to gold seekers, the settlers along 
the overland trails were a mixed 
group. Nevertheless, there was a 
typical settler; the journey over 

the trails was usually not the first 
migration a typical settler endured. 
In fact, the first westward move-
ment had taken place in the last 
quarter of the 18th century. At that 
time, settlers left behind the origi-
nal thirteen states for the frontier, 
where they crossed the Allegheny 
Mountains and cleared land for 
farmland. These farmers often 
moved several times on the western 
frontier. Thomas Lincoln, Abraham 
Lincoln’s father, is one of the more 

famous. He moved from Kentucky 
to Indiana and then on to Illinois.

A number of factors pushed 
these people farther west. The con-
ditions around their farms were 
conducive to malaria outbreaks. A 
vector-borne disease spread mostly 
by mosquitoes, malaria caused 
farmers considerable grief because 
the disease resulted in many deaths. 
Fears of malaria outbreaks moti-
vated farmers to find a healthier 
environment.

Rapid 
inflation, a 
decreased gold 
supply, and the recall of foreign 
loans caused an economic panic in 
1837. This reduced the value of farm 
crops and caused economic stress. 
In addition, many farmers had 
depleted the nutrients in their soil 
through overuse.

As a result, many farmers sold 
their land and readily set off on 
the overland trails. Some decided 
to leave out of sheer boredom, a 
desire for adventure, or a desire for 
a change of scenery. Rumors soon 
spread of the West’s riches: healthy 
ecosystems, fertile soils, and an 
abundance of untapped natural 
resources. From the 1820s to the 
late 1840s, approximately 200,000 
Euro-American settlers traveled 
west along the network of over-
land trails. However, in the case 
of California, the real population 
explosion began with the discov-
ery of gold in the American River 
in 1848.

Highway traffic

| Key vocabulary

Frontier: The edge of the settled 
part of a country, next to land 
that has not been settled.

migration: The movement of 
animals, including humans, from 
one location to another.

Overland trails: A system of  
land trails that crossed the  
United States, used by settlers 
traveling to the West in the 1700s 
and 1800s.

Settler: A person who moves to 
a new region to find a new place 
to live.

| Learning Objective

Recognize that the natural 
systems in the American 
territories west of the Mississippi 
and Missouri Rivers influenced 
the experiences of settlers as 
they traversed the overland trails 
to the West (for example, the 
influence of the terrain, rivers, 
vegetation, and climate).

Wagons heading west

National Geographic Resources
■  ■ Human Geography wall map

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 40–41 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary and the vocabulary Word Wall Cards 
to introduce new words to students as appropriate. These 
documents are provided separately.

Tip: Word Wall Cards may be used at the beginning, as the 
words come up in the lesson, or as a review at the end.

Tip: If Dictionary Workbooks need to be reused from year to 
year, students should not write in them.

L.5.4c: Consult reference materials…to…determine or clarify 
the precise meaning of key words and phrases…

RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases in a text…

Step 1

Ask students to raise their hands if they moved to California 
from somewhere else. Then ask, “How many have moved 
within the state of California?” Explain to students that they 
will explore a time (1780s to 1850s) in American history when 
many people moved to California. Tell students that these 
people came from the eastern states, traveling in wagon trains 
over well-worn trails called “overland trails.”

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

Suggestion: To prepare students for SL.5.2 and SL.5.3, review 
listening skills and how to summarize information presented 
orally, visually, and in text. Tell students to listen for main points 
and how each point is supported by reasons and evidence. This 
unit involves a great deal of information gained through oral 
presentations linked to visuals. When appropriate, preview 
listening skills at the beginning of each presentation.

Step 2

Explain to students that they will first consider a modern-day 
road trip that is linked to one of those trails. Ask students, “Who 
has ever been on a road trip?” Have a few students share their 
traveling stories with the class. Distribute a Student Edition to 
each student. Tell them to turn to California Connections: A 
Route 66 Road Trip (Student Edition, pages 2–6) and have them 
read the story.

RI.5.1: Quote accurately from a text…

RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between two 
or more…events, ideas, or concepts in a…scientific…text.

SL.5.2: Summarize a written text read aloud or information 
presented in diverse media and formats, including visually…
and orally.

Suggestion: After reading the text, have students summarize the 
story, including key events and excluding less important details.

SL.5.3: Summarize the points a speaker…makes and explain 
how each claim is supported by reasons and evidence…

Suggestion: When answering questions, have students identify 
the text that supports their answers.
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 2 (Continued):

Lead a discussion of the story by writing “American Indian 
footpath,” “overland trail,” and “Route 66” on the board, then 
asking students, “What was the purpose or use, over time, of 
each type of trail that became Highway 66?” (Paths to water 
sources; hunting and trading; settlers moved from east to west in 
search of economic opportunities; a highway that connected two 
large cities, Chicago and Los Angeles and was used by travelers who 
may have been traveling east or west.) Refer students to the map 
in California Connections: A Route 66 Road Trip as it mentions 
cities and towns along Route 66. Call students’ attention to the 
direction Dan is traveling and discuss the purpose of his trip.

Ask students, “How did the builders of Route 66 know where 
to build the road?” (The builders used existing trails to create 
a road that connected the eastern and western part of the U.S. 
Much of Route 66 followed the Santa Fe and Old Spanish Trails.) 
“Why do you think the people who built Route 66 decided to 
follow the trails?” (The route was well established, dating back to 
Indian footpaths, and it connected many existing towns, providing 
travelers access to resources like restaurants and gas stations.)

Ask a volunteer to summarize the connection between Route 
66 the highway and the overland trails settlers used. (American 
Indians used trails over and over creating paths to rivers, hunting 
grounds, and places for trading. Overland settlers followed many 
of these paths as they traveled in their covered wagons because 
water was the most important resource on the journey. Paved 
roads became important once cars were being used. Engineers 
built Route 66 along some of the same American Indian pathways 
and overland trail routes created hundreds of years earlier.)

RI.5.1: Quote accurately from a text…

RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between two 
or more…events, ideas, or concepts in a…scientific…text.

SL.5.2: Summarize a written text read aloud or information 
presented in diverse media and formats, including visually…
and orally.

Suggestion: After reading the text, have students summarize the 
story, including key events and excluding less important details.

SL.5.3: Summarize the points a speaker…makes and explain 
how each claim is supported by reasons and evidence…

Suggestion: When answering questions, have students identify 
the text that supports their answers.

Step 3

Distribute a Student Workbook to each student. Tell them 
to turn to Overland Trails, Mountains, and Rivers (Student 
Workbook, page 2) and Map of Overland Trails, Mountains, 
and Rivers (Student Edition, page 7). Project Map of Overland 
Trails, Mountains, and Rivers (Visual Aid #1) and use it to 
point out the major rivers and trails, including the Santa Fe, 
Mormon, Oregon, and California trails and the Mississippi, 
Missouri, Platte, and Humboldt rivers. Have students label 
all four major overland trails, mountain ranges, and the four 
major rivers on Overland Trails, Mountains, and Rivers. 
(Note: An Answer Key and Sample Answers for Overland Trails, 
Mountains, and Rivers are provided on page 46.)

Project California’s Trails (Visual Aid #2) and point out the 
numerous routes along the California Trail as it branched off 
into the state.

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print or digital 
sources, demonstrating the ability to locate an answer to a 
question quickly or to solve a problem efficiently.

W.5.8: Recall relevant information…; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes…



6  COMMON CORE CORRELATION GUIDE FOR UNIT 5.8.4.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 3 (Continued):

Tip: If Student Workbooks need to be reused from year to year, 
students should not write in them. Some strategies teachers use to 
preserve the workbooks are:

■  ■ Have students use binder paper or other lined or  
unlined paper

■  ■ Have students use a sheet protector over the page and  
write with a whiteboard marker

■  ■ Do together as a class on a projector or chart paper

■  ■ Project the digital fill-in version and do together as a class

■  ■ Students use digital devices to fill in the digital version  
found on the website.

■  ■ Make student copies when necessary

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print or digital 
sources, demonstrating the ability to locate an answer to a 
question quickly or to solve a problem efficiently.

W.5.8: Recall relevant information…; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes…

Step 4

Again, project Map of Overland Trails, Mountains, and 
Rivers and trace places where the trails follow rivers. Ask 
students the following questions:

■  ■ Do you notice anything significant about the locations of 
the trails and rivers? (They often run parallel to each other.)

■  ■ Why do you think settlers chose to travel alongside the 
rivers? (Both the settlers and the oxen that pulled their 
wagons needed water to survive.)

■  ■ How does this compare to the travelers on Route 66? (They 
both needed access to resources like water, food, and fuel.)

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print…sources…

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

Suggestion: After the questions have been answered and 
explained, have students summarize the main idea and 
supporting details with partners. Use sentence frames if needed.

Step 5

Tell students to turn to Comparing Route 66 with the 
Overland Trails (Student Workbook, page 3). Have students 
use California Connections: A Route 66 Road Trip and 
Overland Trails, Mountains, and Rivers to help them answer 
the questions.

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print…sources…

W.5.2: Write informative/explanatory texts…

b)	Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete details,…
or other information and examples…

W.5.8: Recall relevant information from experiences or…print 
and digital sources; summarize or paraphrase information in 
notes…

Step 6

Gather Student Editions.

Collect Student Workbooks and use Comparing Route 66 
with the Overland Trails for assessment. 

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print or digital 
sources, demonstrating the ability to locate an answer to a 
question quickly or to solve a problem efficiently.

Suggestion: Before gathering the Student Editions, refer back to 
the map and have students explain how the information from 
the map, the diagrams in the visual aids, and the text from the 
reader work together to help readers understand the main ideas 
and details.
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Lesson 2: Natural Systems Along the Trails

Students read excerpts adapted from primary source material to examine how 
natural systems influenced settlers’ journeys along the overland trails. Students 
discuss ways in which the terrain, rivers, vegetation, and climate affected the 
experiences of settlers as they migrated to the West.

Nature and Newcomers
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Lesson 2 

Background
Settlers traveled through either 

four or five distinct natural 
regions along their westward 
journey: temperate forest, prairie, 
desert, river, and mountains 
in the case of settlers bound 
for California and Oregon. The 
eastern farmlands they had left 

were located in a temperate forest 
region. Farming experiences 
in this type of ecosystem led 
settlers to believe that healthy 
and abundant crops only grew in 
temperate forest regions. Indeed, 
this belief prompted early settlers 
to travel further west without 
considering the prairie, desert, 
and mountain regions as suitable 
for settlement. Rumor had it that 
California promised the type of 
conditions they knew.

The terrain, vegetation, and 
climate varied greatly along the 
trails from the eastern temperate 
region to California’s western 
temperate region. Settlers 
encountered ecosystems unlike 
any they had ever experienced. 
The terrain in eastern Kansas 
was comprised of rolling hills 
and tallgrass prairie. Spring 
and early summer could bring 
violent thunderstorms. As settlers 
progressed along the shallow Platte 
River, shortgrass prairie grasses 
began to pervade the terrain, as 
the soil grew increasingly parched. 
Prairie ecosystems produced very 
little wood, but American bison 
migrated through this region during 
the spring and summer months for 
grazing. Settlers used bison dung 
for fuel, their meat for food, and 
their hides for shelter. As the prairie 

transitioned to 
high desert, the 
alkali dust stung 
the eyes and throats of both settlers 
and their oxen.

Where there is less water, there 
is less vegetation. The small patches 
of grass that the oxen managed to 
forage in the desert were often salt-
encrusted. The salinization of the 
soil in this region required settlers 
to conserve fresh water carefully 
and to search out potable supplies 
when their water vessels ran dry. 
The mountain region of the Sierra 
Nevada, traversed only by those set-
tlers determined to reach California, 
was an especially arduous part of 
the journey. In mountain valleys, 
settlers and their wagons jolted 
over boulder-strewn terrain. On the 
mountain ridges, wagons teetered 
and clung closely to the ledges.

| Key vocabulary

Climate: The weather in an  
area averaged over a long 
period of time.
Ecosystem: A community  
of plants, animals, and their 
surroundings that depend  
on each other.
Fresh water: Water in rivers, 
lakes, and other freshwater 
ecosystems that contains little 
dissolved salt.
Natural system: The parts, 
processes, and cycles in an 
environment, and the interactions 
among plants, animals, and 
other organisms with their 
environment.
Terrain: The natural features on 
the surface of land.
vegetation: The plant life in an 
area or a region.

Desert terrain

| Learning Objective

Recognize that the natural 
systems in the American 
territories west of the 
Mississippi and Missouri 
rivers influenced the 
experiences of settlers as 
they traversed the overland 
trails to the West (for 
example, the influence of the 
terrain, rivers, vegetation, 
and climate).

Lesson 2

Natural Systems Along the Trails
Terrain, rivers, vegetation, and climate all affected the experiences of settlers on their 

way westward in the 1800s. In this lesson, students use excerpts adapted from primary 
source material to examine how natural systems influenced journeys along the overland 
trails. Working in groups, students analyze personal reflections ranging from the diaries of 
settlers on the trails to a manual written by an army captain to assist wagon trains with their 
migrations to the West.

Students discern what each 
excerpt says about the settlers’ 
interactions with natural 
conditions and learn that those 
conditions varied widely along the 
2,000-mile journey. They see  

that particular circumstances 
could be either a help or a 
hindrance to travelers. Students 
record their observations on 
charts and then bring their ideas 
to a class discussion. Finally, 

they work individually to 
summarize their thoughts about 
the inf luences of terrain, rivers, 
vegetation, and climate on the 
travelers and their stock animals.

Lightning storm along the trail

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 54–55 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary and the vocabulary Word Wall Cards to 
introduce new words to students as appropriate.

L.5.4c: Consult reference materials…to…determine or clarify 
the precise meaning of key words and phrases…

RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases in a text…

Step 1

Have students imagine they are traveling by car on a hot day 
during the summer. Ask, “What keeps you cool during this 
trip?” (Air conditioning, having the windows open, a cool drink) 
Have students imagine they are traveling by car on a cold 
day during the winter. Ask, “What keeps you warm during 
this trip?” (Heater, sweater, blanket, a warm drink) Explain that 
when settlers traveled the overland trails in the 1800s, they 
could not easily change how natural conditions affected their 
journey. Remind students that most people migrating to the 
West traveled with wagons pulled by oxen. Most of the settlers 
walked alongside their wagons for much of the distance, 
which might be as long as 2,000 miles.

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with 
diverse partners on grade 5 topics and texts, building on 
others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.

c)	 Pose and respond to specific questions by making 
comments that contribute to the discussion and elaborate 
on the remarks of others.

d)	Review the key ideas expressed and draw conclusions 
in light of information and knowledge gained from the 
discussions.

Step 2

Review the terms “climate,” “ecosystem,” “natural system,” 
“terrain,” and “vegetation” with students. Distribute a Student 
Edition to each student. Tell them to turn to Map of Overland 
Trails, Mountains, and Rivers (Student Edition, page 7). 
Explain that travelers along the overland trails crossed many 
different ecosystems each influencing them in different ways. 
Some ecosystems made the trip easier; others made the trip 
more challenging. Ask students to name some of the parts 
of natural systems that might influence travel. (Animals, rain, 
snow, availability of food and fresh water for drinking)

Explain that the four factors—terrain, vegetation, climate, and 
rivers—influenced settlers’ experiences the most.

RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between two 
or more individuals, events, ideas, or concepts in a historical, 
scientific, or technical text based on specific information in 
the text.

RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases in a text…

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

Step 3

Organize students into groups of three. Tell them to turn 
to Diary Excerpts—Set 1 (Student Edition, pages 8–9). Tell 
students that the statements are edited versions of diary 
entries from real people who traveled along the overland trails 
in the 1800s. As a whole class, read and discuss the first set of 
excerpts as a model for students’ small group work.

L.5.6: Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate…domain-
specific words and phrases…

RI.5.2: Determine two or more main ideas of a text and explain 
how they are supported by key details; summarize the text.
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 3 (Continued):

Redistribute students’ individual Student Workbooks. Tell them 
to turn to Nature’s Influence on Overland-Trail Travelers 
(Student Workbook, pages 4–6). Project Nature’s Influence 
on Overland-Trail Travelers 1 and 2 (Visual Aids #3–4) and 
ask students to help you fill in the sections. Direct them to give 
examples of the four factors: “vegetation,” “terrain,” “climate,” 
and “water” in the excerpts.

Explain to students that they will continue to look at diary 
excerpts in their group, and that they will share their findings 
with the rest of the class. Assign each group one of the 
remaining two Diary Excerpts—Set 2 (Student Edition, pages 
10–11) or Diary Excerpts—Set 3 (Student Edition, pages 
12–13). Instruct the groups to work together to read the diary 
excerpts and consider what each statement says about how 
terrain, vegetation, climate, and rivers affected the travelers’ 
experiences. Have students record their ideas in the appropriate 
areas on Nature’s Influence on Overland-Trail Travelers.

RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between 
two or more individuals, events, ideas, or concepts in a…
scientific…text based on specific information in the text.

RI.5.6: Analyze multiple accounts of the same event or topic, 
noting important similarities and differences in the point of 
view they represent.

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print or digital 
sources, demonstrating the ability to locate an answer to a 
question quickly or to solve a problem efficiently.

RI.5.10: By the end of the year, read and comprehend 
informational texts, including history/social studies…
independently and proficiently.

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

W.5.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic 
and convey ideas and information clearly.

W.5.4: Produce clear and coherent writing…in which the 
development and organization are appropriate to task, 
purpose, and audience.

W.5.9: Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to 
support analysis, reflection, and research.

W.5.10: Write routinely over…shorter time frames (a single 
sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, 
purposes, and audiences.

Step 4

Project Nature’s Influence on Overland-Trail Travelers 1 
and 2 again. For each of the four factors on the chart, ask two 
groups (each representing a different set of Diary Excerpts) 
to share at least one way that natural systems influenced the 
settlers’ journeys across the country. Record students’ ideas 
on the visual aids and have them add them to their own copy 
of Nature’s Influence on Overland-Trail Travelers. (Note: 
An Answer Key and Sample Answers for Nature’s Influence on 
Overland-Trail Travelers 1 and 2 are provided on pages 56–57.) 

RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between two 
or more…events, ideas, or concepts in a…scientific…text.

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

SL.5.5: Include multimedia components…in presentations…

Step 5

Ask students to write a one-paragraph response to the prompt 
on page 3 of Nature’s Influence on Overland-Trail Travelers.

Gather Student Editions.

Collect Student Workbooks and use Nature’s Influence on 
Overland-Trail Travelers for assessment.

W.5.2: Write informative/explanatory texts…

b)	Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete details,…
or other information and examples

c)	 Link ideas within and across categories of information using 
words, phrases, and clauses…

W.5.4: Produce clear and coherent writing…

Suggestion: Before students write, discuss linking words and 
phrases they can use to connect more than one idea and make 
their writing flow. With students, generate a short list of terms 
they should use in their answers. Discuss the difference between 
vague details and specific details, giving an example of an 
answer using each.
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Lesson 3: Seasons and Reasons

Students interpret precipitation data and analyze patterns to determine the effects 
of weather, seasons, and climate on overland-trail travelers. They consider the 
effects of extreme weather, and simulate the decision-making process faced by 
settlers when choosing which trail to follow and when to depart on their journey.

Nature and Newcomers
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Lesson 3 

Only animals and American 
Indians knew the land and had left 
tracks across the frontier. Because 
the early settlers lacked knowledge 
of the western landscape, they 
required guides familiar with the 
land and the possible routes west. As 
more and more settlers headed west 
on the overland trails, their wagon 
wheels, cattle, and feet crushed 
grasses and carved progressively 
deeper impressions into the hardpan 
soil. This increased traffic created a 
series of clearly marked routes for 
future settlers to follow.

To take the trails to California, 
many settlers left from 
Independence or St. Joseph, 
Missouri. The journey from 
there to California was around 
2,000 miles. It took about 
four months to complete and 

needed to be finished in a single 
season—summer.

Compared to those settlers 
moving along the Oregon, Mormon, 
and Santa Fe trails, settlers 
destined for California faced 
greater pressures from natural 
systems. If they did not leave at 
the right time, or were delayed on 
their route, they gambled with the 
winter weather conditions along the 
imposing Sierra Nevada range. This 

affected settlers’ 
decisions about 
seasons to travel 
in and the length 
of their journey.

The Sierras are located between 
California’s Central Valley and 
the Great Basin. They have their 
own distinct weather patterns and 
systems. In the Sierras, cold fronts 
sweep inland off the Pacific Ocean 
and can deposit many feet of snow 
within hours. The exhausted settlers 
faced the challenge of climbing the 
mountain range near the end of 
their journey before winter weather 
arrived. Ironically, the snowfall that 
threatened overland-trails settlers 
while traversing the Sierras became 
their lifeblood once they settled 
in their new Californian homes. 
The Sierra snowpack fed the rivers 
and lakes that supplied water to 
the settlers’ communities. Indeed, 
the runoff from the Sierra Nevada 
snowpack sustained all life in the 
Great Central Valley.

| Key vocabulary

drought: A long time with little 
or no precipitation.

Precipitation: Water that falls 
from clouds to Earth as rain, 
mist, hail, sleet, ice, or snow.

Water cycle: The continuous 
movement of water between the 
atmosphere and Earth.

| Learning Objective

Describe how the cycles and 
processes that operate within 
natural systems influenced 
the experiences of settlers as 
they traversed the overland 
trails to the West (for example, 
the choice and location of the 
routes, seasons to travel, and 
length of journey).

Feather River, California

Lesson 3

Seasons and Reasons
In Lesson 3, students further explore the effects of natural cycles and processes, such as 

weather, seasons, and climate, on overland-trail travelers. They discuss a typical journey and 
consider the influence of factors, such as unfavorable weather, lack of food, or rough terrain. 
Students examine monthly precipitation data for the four regions that settlers traversed: the 
eastern temperate forests, the prairies, the Great Basin, and the Sierra Nevada.

Students analyze the data 
and determine when and where 
precipitation patterns might help 
or pose challenges for travelers on 
the overland trails. Students study 
how precipitation and other natural 
processes affected the timing, 
length, and difficulty of the settlers’ 

journeys. Students also consider 
the potential impacts of weather 
extremes—heavy precipitation and 
drought. They identify optimal 
times for traveling to ensure 
adequate supplies of food and water 
for the travelers and their oxen, 
cattle, and horses. Finally, students 

apply this information by simulating 
the decision-making process faced 
by settlers when choosing which 
trail to follow. 
 
Background

When the first settlers traveled 
west, wagon trails did not exist. 

Snow-capped mountain, Sierra Nevada

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 74–75 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary and the vocabulary Word Wall Cards to 
introduce new words to students as appropriate.

L.5.4c: Consult reference materials…to…determine or clarify 
the precise meaning of key words and phrases…

RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases in a text…

Step 1

Ask students, “What is the best weather for playing outside?” 
“Why?” (Answers will vary.) Explain that students will learn how 
weather and the seasons affected overland-trail travelers, their 
choice of routes, and the length of their journey.

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

Step 2

Distribute a Student Edition to each student. Project Map 
of Overland Trails, Mountains, and Rivers (Visual Aid #1) 
and tell them to turn to Map of Overland Trails, Mountains, 
and Rivers (Student Edition, page 7). Have students look at 
their maps as you describe a typical journey for an overland-
trail traveler. Explain that a typical journey took many months. 
Most settlers did not leave the East until the spring; if they 
left any earlier, there would not be enough grass growing on 
the prairies to feed their oxen and cattle during the journey. It 
would also mean that animals, like deer and buffalo, might not 
have enough food and might therefore be low in numbers. 
Because the settlers depended on these animals for food, 
the travelers might also go hungry. At a steady pace, settlers 
averaged 12 to 15 miles per day. If they were lucky, they might 
make 20 miles a day. However, there were many instances 
where settlers traveled far fewer miles in a day. Ask, “What 
might prevent settlers from covering more distance?” (Lack of 
food or water, tough terrain, unfavorable weather)

RI.5.2: Determine two or more main ideas of a text and explain 
how they are supported by key details; summarize the text.

Step 3

Explain that many of the factors that affected the settlers’ pace 
were related to natural cycles and processes. Point out that 
the natural conditions settlers faced changed as these natural 
cycles and natural processes took place. 

Ask students, “What other natural elements might affect the 
overland-trails settlers as they traveled?” (Temperature, availability 
of game animals for food, amount of vegetation, seasons)

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 4

Project Natural Regions Along the Overland Trails (Visual 
Aid #5). Explain that a “natural region” is a large area with 
similar ecosystems. Point out that the settlers traveling the 
overland trails to the West crossed four or, in some cases, five 
natural regions—temperate forest (deciduous), grassland/
prairie, desert, and alpine/mountain regions. Tell students that 
each region has its own weather and precipitation patterns. 
Tell students to turn to Natural Regions Along the Overland 
Trails (Student Edition, page 14) and have them locate these 
four regions.

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print…sources…

Step 5

Tell students to turn to Average Monthly Precipitation 
Data (Student Edition, page 15). Project Average Monthly 
Precipitation Data (Visual Aid #6). Explain that the data 
represents the average amount of precipitation (rain or snow) 
that falls each year in each of the four regions. Ask, “Why was 
rain important to the overland-trail travelers?” (Rain provided 
water for the settlers and for their animals to drink. Without 
enough water, animals and settlers would become dehydrated. 
Rain made the grasses grow. The grass was important for feeding 
their animals and for attracting animals that the settlers might 
use for food. Rain kept the rivers running.)

Redistribute students’ individual Student Workbooks. Tell 
them to turn to the first page of Annual Precipitation Graphs 
(Student Workbook, pages 7–8). Project Annual Precipitation 
Graphs (Visual Aid #7) and review each graph with students to 
check for understanding.

RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between two 
or more individuals, events, ideas, or concepts in a historical, 
scientific, or technical text based on specific information in 
the text.

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print…sources…

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

Step 6

Read over and complete the questions on page 2 of Annual 
Precipitation Graphs with the class. (Note: An Answer Key and 
Sample Answers for Annual Precipitation Graphs are provided 
on pages 84–85.)

Ask students, “Which months were the best months for 
overland-trail travelers to travel?” (Spring through fall, roughly 
March/April through August/September). “Why?” (Spring rains 
brought grasses, which were necessary to feed the settlers’ 
oxen, cattle, and horses. The grasses also attracted animals that 
settlers might use as food. If they left too early, the new grass 
would not have had a chance to grow, and the trails might be 
muddy and hard to travel on. If they left too late, the animals of 
earlier travelers would have eaten all the grass. They would also 
encounter a lot of mud in the prairies. It was also important to 
cross the Sierra Nevada before winter hit the mountains. It was 
very hard to cross the mountains in the snow.)

RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between two 
or more…events, ideas, or concepts in a…scientific…text. 

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print…sources…

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

W.5.9: Draw evidence from…informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research.

W.5.10: Write routinely over…shorter time frames (a single 
sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, 
purposes, and audiences.
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 7

When done, remind students that weather conditions do not 
always follow normal patterns. Explain that, in some years, 
winter storms come early or late in the season. Some years 
have many storms and higher than normal precipitation. Other 
years, there are drought conditions, and rainfall is very low.

Ask students, “What would happen if it rained for five days 
straight while settlers were traveling the overland trail?” (Mud, 
flooding, ruining supplies, treacherous terrain) “What might 
happen if the settlers travel for three weeks without any rain 
or precipitation?” (Dust, necessary to stay close to a river, little 
vegetation, few animals nearby for hunting)

Tell students to turn to Rainfall Reflections (Student Workbook, 
pages 9–11). For homework, ask students to complete the 
questions, using their work from today and any other work in 
their workbook. 

Gather Student Editions. 

Collect Student Workbooks and use Rainfall Reflections  
for assessment.

L.5.6: Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate…domain-
specific words and phrases…

W.5.2: Write informative/explanatory texts…

W.5.4: Produce clear and coherent writing…
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Lesson 4: Life Cycles on the Prairie

Responding to verbal descriptions, students illustrate four scenes that demonstrate 
seasonal changes on the prairies. They analyze excerpts from settlers’ diaries to learn 
how a successful overland journey depended on settlers knowledge of the prairies’ 
life cycles and seasonal patterns.

Nature and Newcomers
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Lesson 4 

These factors influenced settlers’ 
decisions regarding when to travel, 
the length of their journey, and the 
choice of their routes.

Settlers who left too early in the 
spring faced potential problems 
brought about by factors, such as 
rainfall. An early start date found 
overland-trail travelers struggling 
slowly along muddy trails, extract-
ing wagon wheels and cattle hooves 
from sticky potholes, and ford-
ing treacherous river rapids and 
streams swollen from melted ice. 
These settlers also endured chilly 
spring rains and faced a greater 
likelihood of f looded terrain.

Getting a head start often 
increased the amount of time spent 
traveling. This was because the 
settlers were likely to face greater 
hardships from natural cycles and 

processes. They exhausted themselves 
and their cattle sooner and they 
risked missing seasonal opportunities 
to hunt bison and to feed their cattle 
on prairie grasses. Too early a start 
date meant that prairie grasses had 
not yet fully grown, and thus bison 

had not yet 
migrated to the 
prairies to graze. 
The settlers’ 
cattle would find less to eat, and 
the lack of forage would leave them 
weak. Beyond the prairies lay the 
high desert where few grasses grew. 
The animals needed to be in good 
condition to survive the rigors of the 
westernmost part of the trails.

Because settlers’ wagons could not 
store enough provisions for the entire 
journey, the settlers themselves also 
needed to live off the land. Early set-
tlers relied on the American bison as 
an important source of food. A lack 
of bison on the prairies meant set-
tlers went hungry and grew weak. 
Knowledge of natural cycles and pro-
cesses was critical to the survival of 
the settlers and their livestock.

| Learning Objective

Describe how the cycles and 
processes that operate within 
natural systems influenced 
the experiences of settlers as 
they traversed the overland 
trails to the West (for example, 
the choice and location of the 
routes, seasons to travel, and 
length of journey).

River rapids

| Key vocabulary

Energy: The capacity to do 
work or the source of power  
to do work. 

Life cycle: The changes 
organisms go through as they 
develop from eggs or seeds to 
adults that reproduce before 
they die.

Lesson 4

Life Cycles on the Prairie
In this lesson, students continue to explore the influences of natural cycles on the experiences 

of settlers moving overland to the West. They start by reviewing the life cycle of plants and 
connecting it to seasonal vegetation patterns on the prairie. Responding to verbal descriptions, 
students illustrate four scenes that demonstrate seasonal differences on the prairies. They link the 
differences to different stages of the plant life cycle.

Students assess the advantages and 
disadvantages of traveling through 
the prairie region at different times 
of year and use this information to 
determine the best possible time 
for settlers to take their journeys. 
They use primary source materi-
als to examine some of the decisions 
faced by migrating settlers, and they 

become increasingly familiar with 
the natural systems that settlers relied 
on to make a successful overland trail 
journey. This lesson prepares students 
for Lesson 5, in which they explore 
the choices overland-trail travelers 
had regarding the availability of criti-
cal natural resources when choosing 
a western destination. 

Background
Overland-trail travelers were 

often eager to begin their journey. 
However, leaving too early in the 
spring could have detrimental con-
sequences. Within the context of 
weather and seasonal cycles, precipi-
tation patterns and vegetative growth 
influenced the settlers enormously. 

American bison grazing

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 92–95 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary and the vocabulary Word Wall Cards to 
introduce new words to students as appropriate.

L.5.4c: Consult reference materials…to…determine or clarify 
the precise meaning of key words and phrases…

RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases in a text…

Step 1

Ask students the following questions:

■  ■ What types of animals did overland-trail travelers use to 
pull their wagons? (Mostly oxen, also horses, mules, cattle)

■  ■ What gave animals the energy they needed to do this 
work? (Nutrients from plants)

■  ■ Where did the animals find the plants? (In the ecosystems 
found along the overland trails)

Explain that in today’s lesson students will review the life cycle 
of plants and apply it to the experiences of overland settlers. 
Review the terms “energy” and “life cycle” with students.

L.5.6: Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate…domain-
specific words and phrases…

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

Step 2

Project Life Cycle of Plants (Visual Aid #8) and review how 
plants grow. Explain that the plants on the prairies followed this 
general cycle; first buried in the soil as seeds, then growing into 
mature plants rich with nutrients, producing seeds, and then 
dying back. While the top of these plants die back each year, 
their roots remain alive. Tell students that early travelers had to 
consider this pattern to ensure that they had food available for 
their oxen, cattle, and horses as they traveled.

SL.5.2: Summarize…information presented in diverse media 
and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

Step 3

Project Big Bluestem (Visual Aid #9) and tell students that the 
big bluestem was one example of a prairie grass that was used 
by animals and settlers. Share the following information about 
the big bluestem with students:

■  ■ There are many kinds of grasses on the prairies. Big 
bluestem is one example.

SL.5.2: Summarize…information presented in diverse media 
and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally. 
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Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Step 3 (Continued):

■  ■ Big bluestem grows in salty soil where many other plants 
cannot grow. Prairie soil is often salty, so big bluestem 
grows well on the prairies.

■  ■ The roots of big bluestem extend nearly ten feet into 
the ground. The roots help to hold the soil in place and 
keep the surface layers rich with nutrients. This makes 
big bluestem an excellent grass for farmers who settled 
on the prairies. They could use the grass as hay for their 
animals, and could grow other crops in the rich soil.

Tell students that people and animals have used, and continue 
to use, big bluestem in many ways.

■  ■ Settlers used big bluestem to preserve their food. They 
used the grass to cover fruit while it ripened, and put it 
under their fruit while it dried in the Sun.

■  ■ People also used big bluestem as medicine. The roots 
helped stomachaches and the leaves helped fevers.

■  ■ Animals used big bluestem as food. The oxen, cattle,  
and horses traveling across the prairies to the West ate 
big bluestem.

■  ■ The American bison especially loved to eat big bluestem.

■  ■ Insects and birds use it for nesting and for cover from the 
Sun and predators.

■  ■ People and animals have used, and continue to use, other 
prairie grasses in similar ways.

SL.5.2: Summarize…information presented in diverse media 
and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

Step 4

Redistribute students’ individual Student Workbooks and 
colored markers, crayons, or colored pencils to each student. 
Tell them to turn to Vegetation Along the Overland Trail 
(Student Workbook, pages 12–15). Ask students to note that 
each frame of Vegetation Along the Overland Trail is 
labeled with one of the four seasons: winter, spring, summer, 
or fall. Explain to students that they are going to create a 
series of drawings that describe the prairie region along the 
overland trails during the four seasons of the year. Each of their 
drawings should show the vegetation and wild animals there 
at different stages in their life cycles and the typical weather 
on the prairie during each season. Explain to the class that you 
will read aloud descriptions of the prairie region during each 
of the four seasons. Tell students to use what they hear and 
imagine to illustrate the appropriate Vegetation Along the 
Overland Trail page for each season. (Note: An Answer Key and 
Sample Answers for Vegetation Along the Overland Trail are 
provided on pages 101–104.) 

SL.5.2: Summarize…information presented…visually… 
and orally.

RI.5.2: Determine two or more main ideas of a text and explain 
how they are supported by key details; summarize the text.

RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between two 
or more individuals, events, ideas, or concepts in a historical, 
scientific, or technical text based on specific information in 
the text.

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print or digital 
sources, demonstrating the ability to locate an answer to a 
question quickly or to solve a problem efficiently.

W.5.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic 
and convey ideas and information clearly.

W.5.8: Recall relevant information from experiences or gather 
relevant information from print and digital sources; summarize 
or paraphrase information in notes and finished work, and 
provide a list of sources.
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Step 5

When students are ready, read aloud each of the following 
seasonal descriptions. Have students follow along by 
illustrating the appropriate Vegetation Along the Overland 
Trail page for each season. As you read each scenario, ask 
students which stages of the plant cycle are represented.

■  ■ Winter: It is winter. The sky is gray, and the Sun seems 
faint. It is low in the sky. The ground is cold and white; it is 
covered with snow. Tips of grass stick out above the snow 
in a few spots, but these tips are brown, and some are 
broken. There are no animals in sight. What stage are the 
plants in during winter? (Dormant)

■  ■ Spring: It is spring. The sky is light blue, and the air 
grows warmer. A few fluffy clouds drift by. It rained a 
short time ago, and raindrops on the grasses glisten in 
the sunlight. The prairie is coming back to life. It is April, 
and the grasses are beginning to grow. A bison wanders 
into the region. (Note: Project American Bison [Visual 
Aid #10] for students to copy.) Its coat is still shaggy and 
dark brown from the winter. There are many pale green 
shoots poking up from the moist soil, but they are short. 
They just tickle the bison’s ankles. He grazes with his 
head lowered to the ground. What stage are the plants in 
during spring? (Sprouting seed, plants with buds)

■  ■ Summer: It is summer. The sky is bright blue, and the 
Sun is a radiant yellow. It is hot and humid, and there are 
many mosquitoes. There are grey clouds in the distance; 
it looks like a thunderstorm may be approaching. There 
are many bison in the region, their coats now a lighter 
brown. They feed on the tall grasses. The prairie is in full 
bloom. There are many kinds of grasses in all kinds of 
green and yellow colors. They range in height from six 
inches to about eight feet. Many of the grasses and other 
plants are blooming; the prairie is a bouquet of pink, 
white, blue, yellow, and purple flowers. Big bluestem is 
the most common grass. This grass grows tall—between 
three and seven feet high. The blades reach the shoulders 
of the bison. The stems are bluish-purple at this time of 
year. The flowers form on three small spikes at the tip; 
they look like a bird’s foot. What stage are the plants in 
during summer? (Plants with flowers)

■  ■ Fall: It is fall. The sky is still blue, but the air is cooler. 
Clouds scatter across the sky. A few of the plants are 
still blooming—for instance, the sky blue aster and the 
yellow western sunflower. The grasses are beginning to 
wither. Some take on fall colors—red, orange, gold, and 
bronze—as they go to seed. Many are turning brown. 
Without the tall grasses to eat, the bison begin to migrate 
away from the prairie. What stage are the plants in during 
autumn? (Going to seed and dying back)

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print…sources…

SL.5.2: Summarize…information presented…visually… 
and orally.

Suggestion: The discussion outlined in the lesson plan can be 
conducted as a collaborative discussion. Rather than the teacher 
presenting, assign the Step 5 reading and questions to discussion 
leaders, who facilitate a discussion where students are challenged 
to back up their ideas with evidence or clarifying thoughts rather 
than simply a question/answer session. Students should also be 
encouraged to generate their own questions related to the data 
and explore possible explanations.
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Step 6

Project Comparing Seasons on the Prairies (Visual Aid #11). 
Ask students to identify at least one possible advantage and 
at least one possible disadvantage of traveling during each 
season. Record their responses on the visual aid. Ask them 
to include references to the plant and animal life cycle and 
availability of vegetation for each season. Remind students 
that it was very important for settlers to consider the seasons 
and patterns of plant life as they planned their journey 
westward. (Note: Sample Answers for Comparing Seasons on 
the Prairies are provided on page 95.)

SL.5.2: Summarize…information presented…visually… 
and orally.

SL.5.3: Summarize the points a speaker…makes and explain 
how each claim is supported by reasons and evidence…

Step 7

Tell students to turn to Diaries from the Prairies (Student 
Workbook, pages 16–17). Explain that the two statements are 
actual diary entries from travelers on the overland trails in 
1842. Point out the parentheses in the excerpts and explain 
that the words in the parentheses help clarify the meaning of 
the diary entries.

For homework, have students read Diaries from the Prairies 
and answer the related questions. Tell students to use their 
drawings on Vegetation Along the Overland Trail and 
Annual Precipitation Graphs (Student Workbook, pages 7–8) 
to help them. 

Collect Student Workbooks and use Diaries from the 
Prairies for assessment.

RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print…sources…

W.5.2: Write informative/explanatory texts…

W.5.4: Produce clear and coherent writing…
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Lesson 5: Choosing a Place to Call Home

Students simulate the crowded conditions of the eastern United States that 
prompted many people to head west. Students analyze readings and identify 
factors that influenced where settlers established their new communities. They 
create guidebooks to promote their towns to future settlers.

Nature and Newcomers
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Lesson 5 

Background
Overland-trail migrants sought to 

settle in areas that closely resembled 
the temperate forest regions with 
which they were familiar. This was, 
in part, why most overland-trail 
travelers bypassed the desert and 
mountain ecosystems and headed 
straight for the lush, verdant valleys 
of California and Oregon. These 
early travelers chose areas best 
suited for farming and mining; they 
were attracted to regions with plenty 
of arable land and natural resources.

Western cities and settlements 
emerged in areas that had 
desirable natural resources and 
characteristics. For example, John 
Sutter established a settlement 

in 1840, in California’s Central 
Valley. His ranches and crops took 
advantage of the nutrient-rich soil, 
favorable climate, and plentiful 
streams and rivers.

Because it was resource-based, 
the pattern of settlement in the 
West differed from that in the 
eastern United States. Western 
settlements were typically spread 
out. Western city centers were not 
always concentrated along the 
coast. Sacramento, for example, 
is located at the confluence of the 
American and Sacramento rivers, 
approximately 90 miles inland from 
the Pacific Ocean.

A primary means of 
communicating the richness of these 

new settlements 
was through 
guidebooks. 
These published 
works directed settlers along the 
trails and provided guidance for 
crossing different terrain, fording 
rivers, and taking fullest advantage 
of fodder and water resources. They 
also bragged about the glorious 
character of the new territory’s 
natural systems.

Indeed, settlers often found more 
than what they were looking for 
when they arrived in California. 
Centuries ago, as magma cooled 
and split, the Sierra Nevada range 
settled. Gold laced the foothills that 
resulted. As rivers slowly eroded 
the terrain, they swept along grains 
of the mineral in their currents. 
In 1848, the unseasonably warm 
weather reduced the snowpack 
and river flow. The low water levels 
exposed the yellow mineral lodged 
among rocks up and down the river 
system. Settlers could grab nuggets 
with their bare hands! Almost 
overnight, California’s young 
communities exploded with activity.

| Learning Objectives

Provide examples of the factors 
that inf luenced the settlers’ 
decisions to migrate and 
settle in particular areas (for 
example, availability of natural 
resources, character of the 
region’s natural systems).

Explain how life in the territories at the end of the overland trails 
was different from life in the regions from which these settlers had 
originally come.

Plentiful crops

| Key vocabulary

Arable: Land that is suitable for 
growing plants for human use.

Crop: A type of plant, or the 
seasonal production of plants, 
grown by humans for food, 
animal feed, or fiber.

Natural resources: Materials, 
such as water, minerals, energy, 
and soil, that people use from 
nature and natural systems.

Settlement: A community  
or populated area, such as a 
camp or town; or the process  
of populating a community  
or area.

Lesson 5

Choosing a Place to Call Home
To understand the crowded conditions in the eastern United States that prompted many 

settlers to head westward, students participate in a large-group simulation. Then, through 
classroom discussion, students discover that the characteristics of the natural regions in the West 
and their available resources also played a significant role in enticing settlers to undertake the 
difficult journey across the country.

In small groups, students 
assume the role of California 
settlers who must decide where to 
settle and build a new community. 
They analyze a short reading and 
identify reasons for moving to 

California. Students also learn 
the significance of personal 
letters, diaries, newspaper articles, 
guidebooks, and promotional 
posters in enticing people to 
take advantage of the wealth of 

resources the West had to offer. 
This lesson prepares students for 
Lesson 6, in which they compare 
life at the end of the trails with the 
life settlers had before they began 
their overland journeys.

Merced River, California

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on pages 112–113 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary and the vocabulary Word Wall Cards to 
introduce new words to students as appropriate.

L.5.4c: Consult reference materials…to…determine or clarify 
the precise meaning of key words and phrases.

L.5.6: Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate…domain-
specific words and phrases…

RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases in a text…

Step 1

Ask students to brainstorm reasons why people move. (For 
a new job, for adventure, for money, for love, to be with their 
families, to escape religious or political persecution.) Explain 
that overland-trail travelers moved for similar reasons, but 
emphasize that most early settlers moved because they were 
attracted by the West’s natural resources.

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

Step 2

Explain to students that they will participate in a simulation 
to understand why many people from the east moved west. 
Tell students that they will take on the role of farmers, and the 
marked section of the classroom represents a settled eastern 
farming community. The rest of the classroom represents 
the unsettled western frontier. Have three-quarters of the 
class gather in the marked space of the classroom. Have 
the remaining students disperse themselves in the space 
representing the frontier.

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

Step 3

Ask students standing in the marked space, “What is the 
farming community like?” (Cramped, overcrowded) Project Map 
of the Overland Trails, Mountains, and Rivers (Visual Aid #1) 
and explain that this is what happened in the regions east of 
the Missouri and Mississippi rivers. Many farmers did not have 
land to farm because it was so crowded. All of the best land 
had been taken, and what soil remained was not arable. Ask 
students the following questions:

■  ■ As a farmer in the East, what would you do if I told you 
there were acres of good farmland available for free in the 
West?” (Note: Point to the space outside the marked area)

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

SL.5.5: Include multimedia components…in presentations…
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Tep 3 (Continued):

■  ■ How many of you would leave your community and 
travel across the continent to get some of this land? (Ask 
for a show of hands.)

■  ■ If I told you there is gold in the West ready to be picked 
up right out of the river, how many of you would be 
willing to risk the journey? (Ask for a show of hands.)

■  ■ If I told you the journey would take four long months, 
the weather would be uncertain, and there would be 
no guarantee that you would arrive safely with all of 
your belongings, how many of you would still make the 
journey? (Ask for a show of hands.)

Have students return to their seats.

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

SL.5.5: Include multimedia components…in presentations…

Step 4

Organize students into groups of three. Ask students 
to imagine they are the founders of a new settlement. 
Redistribute students’ individual Student Workbooks. Tell 
them to turn to Building a Western Community (Student 
Workbook, pages 18–19) and explain that page 1 provides 
information about the community they are working to 
establish. Have groups work together to complete page 2 
of Building a Western Community. (Note: An Answer Key 
and Sample Answers for Building a Western Community are 
provided on pages 117–118.) 

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

W.5.2: Write informative/explanatory texts…

b)	Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete details…
or other information and examples…

Step 5

When time is up, project Building a Western Community 
(Visual Aid #12) and review the answers as a class. Emphasize 
the importance of available land (property), arable soil for 
farming (crops), and other natural resources (timber, water).

RI.5.9: Integrate information from several texts on the 
same topic in order to write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably.

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

Step 6

Explain that now that the settlers have identified the natural 
resources that can support their new community, they need a 
bigger labor force to help develop it. They need to attract new 
settlers. Remind students that at this time, people did not have 
e-mail, cell phones, or even telephone lines! Ask students, “How 
do you think people communicated with one another? (Person 
to person, through letters, through newspapers and guidebooks.)

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…
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Step 7

Distribute a Student Edition and writing paper to each 
student. Tell them to turn to Primary Source Guidebooks 
(Student Edition, pages 16–20). Explain to students that 
guidebooks were one method of communicating to other 
potential settlers the value of the West’s natural resources 
and natural systems. Guidebooks emphasized the “selling 
points,” or most attractive features, of their communities to try 
to convince others to join the settlements. Tell students that 
these are copies of actual pages from guidebooks written in 
the 1840s and 1850s.

Ask groups to discuss the selling points of their new 
settlement. They should consider the natural resources and 
other natural features that might appeal to other settlers, as 
well as other reasons they were first attracted. Suggest that 
students take notes on this discussion.

SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative 
discussions…

SL.5.2: Summarize…information presented…visually… 
and orally.

W.5.8: Recall relevant information…; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes…

Step 8

Tell students to turn to Western Community Guidebook 
Instructions (Student Workbook, page 20). Review the 
instructions with students. Give each student drawing paper 
and a piece of construction paper. For homework, ask students 
to create a guidebook for the community they “established” in 
Step 4. Tell students that you will collect the Student Editions 
after they have finished creating their guidebooks.

Gather Student Editions.

Collect Student Workbooks and completed guidebooks. Use 
students’ Western Community Guidebooks for assessment. 

L.5.6: Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate…domain-
specific words and phrases…

W.5.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events…

W.5.8: Recall relevant information…; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes and finished work…

W.5.9: Draw evidence from…informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research.

W.5.10: Write routinely over…shorter time frames (a single 
sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, 
purposes, and audiences.
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Lesson 6: East to West: A Different Life

Students examine excerpts from a California settler’s diary to determine how life in 
the West differed from that in the East. Imagining themselves as settlers, students 
write letters to relatives, describing life in California and encouraging them to 
move west.

Nature and Newcomers
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Lesson 6 

the West were healthy and tillable. 
Even though the journey west to 
California took far longer than, 
for example, the earlier westward 
migration from Kentucky to 
Missouri, it was often less expensive. 
Settlers could frequently earn their 
money back by selling their wagons 
and cattle once they arrived at their 
western destination.

Land in the West was less  
expensive than in the East, in some 
cases, it was free. In an effort to 
promote western development, 
Congress repeatedly attempted 
to give away western lands free of 
charge. There was a longstanding 
perception that the West was 

generally a healthier place; one 
overland-trail traveler even 
described the western air as a 

“tonic.” Indeed, the annual malarial 
outbreaks from the swamps in 
Missouri and the cholera epidemic 
raging up and down the Mississippi 
Valley in the early 1850s made 
people fearful. Many wanted a 
fresh start.

Historians interpret the overland-
trail traveler experience through 

primary sources 
including 
personal 
diaries, letters, 
guidebooks, and newspaper articles. 
When examined with a critical 
eye, historians realize that every 
glowing review about the overland 
trails experience and the West must 
be tempered with attention to the 
author’s intent and perspective. 
Many of the materials examined, 
including letters and guidebooks, 
were designed to attract settlers 
westward. In spite of the regions’ 
many positive reviews, life in the 
early West remained a challenge. 
Success required hard work, 
dedication, and flexibility to handle 
the unexpected events of nature, 
including the unpredictable weather 
and crop yield. Historian Frederick 
Jackson Turner believed that our 
unique American identity came 
from the settlers’ ability to overcome 
these challenges on the frontier.

| Key vocabulary

Agriculture: The practice of 
growing crops and raising 
animals for food, fiber, or  
other uses by humans.

Pioneers: The first people to 
explore or settle an area.
Raw materials: Natural  
resources that have not yet  
been processed or used to  
manufacture a product.

urban: Related to cities and  
things in cities.

| Learning Objective

Identify reasons that the settlers 
moved to the West (for example, 
population growth in the Eastern 
United States, the availability 
of untapped sources of natural 
resources in the West).

Crowded street in New York, 1902

Lesson 6

East to West: A Different Life
Students begin this lesson by studying excerpts from a diary written by Jane Gould Tourtillott 

(Tohr-tee-yo), a female homesteader who settled in the San Joaquin Valley. Tourtillott 
describes what it was like to arrive in California after the long journey across the country, and 
the diary provides details about life in her new home.

Students extract information 
from the excerpts and they 
compare and contrast life in the 
West with conditions in the East. 
In particular, they examine the 
differing influences of natural 
systems on the lives of settlers. 
Taking on the role of new settlers, 
students apply what they have 

learned throughout the unit as they 
compose letters to relatives “back 
home.” The letters describe life 
at the end of the overland trails, 
explain how it differed from life in 
the East, and the appeal of the new 
country. Students use their letters 
to convince family members to join 
them in their western settlements.

Background
Life in the West was different 

from life in the East. The West had 
vast open spaces offering a store-
house of untapped raw materials. 
Eastern cities were crowded, while 
those in the West were just develop-
ing. While farming had depleted 
eastern soils of nutrients, soils in 

“New” land available for settlement

Use this correlation in place of the Procedures on page 130 of the Teacher’s Edition.

Procedures Common Core Standards and Applications

Vocabulary Development 

Use the Dictionary and the vocabulary Word Wall Cards to 
introduce new words to students as appropriate.

L.5.4c: Consult reference materials…to…determine or clarify 
the precise meaning of key words and phrases…

RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases in a text…

Step 1

Review the terms “agriculture” and “raw materials” with students.

Explain to students that, in this lesson, they will explore how 
life in the frontier differed from life in the places that overland 
travelers left behind. Distribute a Student Edition to each 
student. Tell them to turn to California and the Diary of Jane 
Gould Tourtillott (Student Edition, pages 21–22). Ask student 
volunteers to read the description of California and the excerpts 
from the diary aloud.

L.5.4a: Use context…as a clue to the meaning of a word  
or phrase.

RI.5.2: Determine two or more main ideas of a text and explain 
how they are supported by key details; summarize the text.

Suggestion: Have students identify the details that support the 
main ideas.

RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between two 
or more…events, ideas, or concepts in a…historical…text.

Suggestion: As the story progresses, have students discuss how 
each event is related to the previous events.

RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases in a text…

Step 2

Redistribute students’ individual Student Workbooks. 
Tell them to turn to Comparing East and West (Student 
Workbook, page 21). Project Comparing East and West (Visual 
Aid #13). Pair students and ask them to use the information 
in California and the Diary of Jane Gould Tourtillott to 
identify characteristics that are specific to the East and to 
the West. Have students record the characteristics in the 
appropriate columns on their individual charts. (Note: An 
Answer Key and Sample Answers for Comparing East and West 
are provided on page 136.)

Using the visual aid, review and list some students’ responses.

RI.5.9: Integrate information from several texts on the 
same topic in order to write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably.

SL.5.2: Summarize…information presented…visually… 
and orally.

W.5.8: Recall relevant information…; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes…
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Step 3

Ask students to imagine they are new settlers in California 
during the 1840s. A family member from the East wants to 
learn about the West. Ask each student to write a letter to this 
family member. In their letters, students should apply what 
they have learned in Lessons 5 and 6 to explain how the East 
and West differ. Students may refer to the chart on Comparing 
East and West and to Building a Western Community 
(Student Workbook, pages 18–19).

Tell students to turn to Letters Home (Student Workbook, 
pages 22–23) and review the instructions outlining what each 
paragraph should address. Encourage students to be creative 
with their writing and use anything they have learned about 
traveling the overland trails and settling in California. Tell 
students that their letters home will serve as a study guide for 
the end of unit assessment (alternate or traditional), and they 
should be careful to include all of the listed areas in  
their writing.

Gather Student Editions.

Collect Student Workbooks and use Letters Home  
for assessment. 

L.5.2: Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard 
English…when writing…

L.5.6: Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate…domain- 
specific words and phrases…

W.5.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events…

W.5.4: Produce clear and coherent writing…

W.5.8: Recall relevant information…; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes and finished work…

W.5.9: Draw evidence from…informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research.

W.5.10: Write routinely over…shorter time frames (a single 
sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, 
purposes, and audiences.

Unit Assessment

Refer to the introduction pages at the front of this document for information regarding the Traditional and Alternative 
Assessments for this unit and their Common Core correlations.
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California Common Core State Standards Descriptions

Language Standards
■  ■ L.5.2: Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English capitalization, punctuation, and spelling when writing.

■  ■ L.5.4: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases based on grade 5 reading and 
content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies.

a)	 Use context (e.g., cause/effect relationships and comparisons in text) as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase.

c)	 Consult reference materials (e.g., dictionaries, glossaries, thesauruses), both print and digital, to find the pronunciation 
and determine or clarify the precise meaning of key words and phrases and to identify alternate word choices in all 
content areas. CA

■  ■ L.5.6: Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate general academic and domain-specific words and phrases, including those 
that signal contrast, addition, and other logical relationships (e.g., however, although, nevertheless, similarly, moreover, in addition).

Reading Standards for Informational Text
■  ■ RI.5.1: Quote accurately from a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when drawing inferences from the text.

■  ■ RI.5.2: Determine two or more main ideas of a text and explain how they are supported by key details; summarize the text.

■  ■ RI.5.3: Explain the relationships or interactions between two or more individuals, events, ideas, or concepts in a historical, 
scientific, or technical text based on specific information in the text.

■  ■ RI.5.4: Determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specific words and phrases in a text relevant to a grade 5 
topic or subject area. (See grade 5 Language standards 4–6 for additional expectations.) CA

■  ■ RI.5.6: Analyze multiple accounts of the same event or topic, noting important similarities and differences in the point of 
view they represent.

■  ■ RI.5.7: Draw on information from multiple print or digital sources, demonstrating the ability to locate an answer to a 
question quickly or to solve a problem efficiently.

■  ■ RI.5.9: Integrate information from several texts on the same topic in order to write or speak about the subject knowledgeably.

■  ■ RI.5.10: By the end of the year, read and comprehend informational texts, including history/social studies, science, and 
technical texts, at the high end of the grades 4–5 text complexity band independently and proficiently.

Speaking and Listening Standards
■  ■ SL.5.1: Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 

partners on grade 5 topics and texts, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.

c)	 Pose and respond to specific questions by making comments that contribute to the discussion and elaborate on the 
remarks of others.

d)	 Review the key ideas expressed and draw conclusions in light of information and knowledge gained from the discussions.

■  ■ SL.5.2: Summarize a written text read aloud or information presented in diverse media and formats, including visually, 
quantitatively, and orally. 

■  ■ SL.5.3: Summarize the points a speaker or media source makes and explain how each claim is supported by reasons and 
evidence, and identify and analyze any logical fallacies. CA

■  ■ SL.5.5: Include multimedia components (e.g., graphics, sound) and visual displays in presentations when appropriate to 
enhance the development of main ideas or themes.

Common Core Reference Pages
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Writing Standards
■  ■ W.5.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and information clearly.

b)	 Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other information and examples related to  
the topic.

c)	 Link ideas within and across categories of information using words, phrases, and clauses (e.g., in contrast, especially).

■  ■ W.5.3: Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, descriptive details, and 
clear event sequences.

■  ■ W.5.4: Produce clear and coherent writing (including multiple-paragraph texts) in which the development and 
organization are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. (Grade-specific expectations for writing types are defined in 
standards 1–3 above.) CA

■  ■ W.5.8: Recall relevant information from experiences or gather relevant information from print and digital sources; summarize 
or paraphrase information in notes and finished work, and provide a list of sources.

■  ■ W.5.9: Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research.

a)	 Apply grade 5 Reading standards to literature (e.g., “Compare and contrast two or more characters, settings, or events in a 
story or a drama, drawing on specific details in the text [e.g., how characters interact]”).

b)	 Apply grade 5 Reading standards to informational texts (e.g., “Explain how an author uses reasons and evidence to support 
particular points in a text, identifying which reasons and evidence support which point[s]”).

■  ■ W.5.10: Write routinely over extended time frames (time for research, reflection, and revision) and shorter time frames (a 
single sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, purposes, and audiences.

Common Core Reference Pages


